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Abstract
This case reports on research into small manufacturing businesses in the UK. This sector is vital for growth. Over the years, governments have established different types of policies to support this sector. One policy has been the provision of business advice. Our research aim was focused on finding out if the perceptions of SME owner managers was that their firm’s performance was improved by using advisers. This involved establishing an understanding of SME decisions making. This is complex and a survey method would have made it difficult to comprehend the contextualized worlds of owner managers. Alternatively, the phenomenological interview was utilised to access the experiences of a small number of expert respondents. The phenomenological method seeks to unravel the meaning of events   as lived by others. Consequently, in phenomenological research, the primary source of evidence is respondent’s perceptions of an object, in this case, business advice.  Subsequently, we examine our research approach to planning, conducting and analysing the phenomenological interview.  Sometimes mistaken as an umbrella term for all qualitative research, we also highlight some problematic issues when undertaking the phenomenological interview. Through these interviews, owner manager ‘decision stories’ were successfully generated about their perceptions of business advisers. From the owner manager’s accounts, we extracted a number of key themes. The resulting discussion of these themes or meaning units, subsequently enabled us to meet the aims of the original study, which are also outlined here.




Learning Outcomes

 By the end of this case, students should be able to: 

Appraise the value of phenomenology and the phenomenological method of research 

Identify and evaluate the problems that can be encountered in conducting phenomenological research and analysis

Design and develop a phenomenological research study 








PROJECT OVERVIEW AND CONTEXT 

Introduction
 
We came to the research topic of small businesses, advisers, manufacturing companies and strategy, largely as a result of the background of one researcher who had at the time, just finished working as a consultant for the Manufacturing and Advisory Service (MAS), a body set up and funded by the then department of Business Innovation and Skills. At the time of the research this body had a remit to provide funded operational and strategic guidance to small firms in manufacturing. The ex-adviser was keen to evaluate on an independent basis, the value of business advice and MAS, in terms of helping to deliver competitive advantage to small firms. Of the other two researchers, both had previously published on small business marketing and one was particularly   interested in using phenomenology, in line with the ex-adviser.  This briefly sets the stage for the telling of our research case, one framed by the phenomenological method, using in depth interviews as data. Two of the authors here had limited knowledge of the MAS initiative, before they were contacted by the ex-adviser for collaboration. This suggests it is important to be constantly monitoring research opportunities and to match these to personal interests and resources.  

Research aims 

Our main research aim was to establish how SMEs in the manufacturing sector make use of business advice. This aim was further sub divided into smaller manageable sub aims that helped us direct the research. This process can be challenging but is essential to managing a project that involves going out and getting primary data. Failing to do this, might result in lots of data that is unsuccessful in capturing anything very specific. Our initial review of the literature showed that a gap existed in research on SMEs and their use of external business advisers. We recognised our research could potentially fill part of this gap. Secondly, we wanted to know if the perceptions of SME owner managers was that the performance of their firm is enhanced – or not - by the use of an adviser. Thirdly, we wished   to examine the perceived extent to which SME owner managers actively seek out advice. Finally, the research wanted to establish an understanding of the factors encouraging or discouraging, the uptake of business advisers.

The phenomenological perspective and its research method, the in depth interview

Phenomenology was first founded as a philosophy focusing on consciousness and experience at the turn of the 20th century and its method is essentially one of description and the unfolding of the content and structure of the individual subject’s consciousness. Moustakas (1994), is a worthy read on phenomenology generally and the phenomenological interview method. This method the one we used in our research relates to a key word in the above paragraph. The word is perception. We wanted to access the deeply held views on decision making in small business enterprises (SMEs) or what we term the respondents ‘decision stories’ about utilising external business advisers. These stories we accessed via in depth personal interviews with owner manager entrepreneurs. Our approach was a phenomenological one. The subject matter of phenomenology begins and ends with what we think and experience. In this method, efforts to understand reality must be grounded in people's involvement in their social world, a world that is held in common with others. Words, terms and understandings are verbally shared and the interviewee can respond to questions on this basis. In the phenomenological interview, emphasis is placed on meanings, personal reflection and language, where the interviewer’s stance needs to be empathetic to the interviewee. In the phenomenological perspective, language is the central medium for the transmission of meaning, so there is a strong relationship between word use and the actual objects of experience. In the interview, a word is taken to correspond to what it stands for in the real world and, with regard to the process of research, the phenomenologist has only one appropriate source of data and that is the views and experiences of the participant. The phenomenologist for example, would not observe an owner manager’s actual practices in relation to employing a business adviser, but only be interested in accessing their stated experiences of using one. Looking at documents, observing activity, and collecting survey data, are not methods that correspond with establishing a deep understanding of personal intentions, experience and meaning, in relation to the object of the study. 

SME managers: accessing their experiences 

in order to explain and describe manager’s perceptions of business advice, and its use or non-use,  we must assume  that the interviewees view is taken as real, so consequently, participants get selected only if they have ‘lived’ the experience under study. In our research, we wanted to access the actual world of managers, manufacturing, business advice and strategy, where respondents with senior roles are possessed of a high level of experience and knowledge of the topic. People are reflective beings living through events and in phenomenology, there is no bias, only differing possible interpretations of these events. All knowledge rests on inner evidence. For example, we all can see a branded logo existing in a shared social and physical world, but the logo is discerned only in consciousness, where I derive individual meanings and have experiences. The phenomenological researcher is interested in accessing these experiences through the in depth interview.

Some background on business policy 

A key part of the decision to pursue this research was linked to the importance of the small manufacturing sector in the UK. Whilst the prominence of a topic can be determined from background literature, don’t undertake research for a dissertation or anything else, if you do not believe it to be significant. Otherwise, a case of research ‘torpor’ can very quickly set in.  In teaching and research, whilst much attention gets focused on large companies with impressive resources and brand names, the importance of the small firm to the economy can sometimes be underestimated. Although variations exist between small businesses in terms of growth, not only are they generally a key source of job creation, but are also critical to growth in the UK, through entrepreneurship and the expansion of markets.This suggests our topic is noteworthy, a view shared by governments of varying colours.  Most have wanted to facilitate productive small businesses growth in every part of the UK. In attempting to achieve this, there have been numerous government funded initiatives including the topic of this case, the provision of business advice (Hughes 2009). 

RESEARCH DESIGN

The phenomenological interview and other approaches to research 

While a quantitative methodology using a questionnaire can provide important broad insights into decision making, it cannot easily uncover the richness and complexity of the experiences of those planning, working with and assessing the consequences of adopting external business advice. Whilst of value, responses to structured questionnaires often contain only limited information. The contextual world of decision makers is important, being built on not only the culture of the company, but on personal knowledge, experience and interactions with others. We wanted to discover through the interviews what the owner’s choices were, how these were selected, made and what influenced those choices. In phenomenological research, it is very important to ensure that the primary source of evidence remains the respondent’s perceptions of objects. In our case, it is the owner manager’s perceptions of the efficacy of business advice - the object - rather than focusing on the object itself. 

Two qualitative traditions that use interviewing are ethnography and grounded theory, where both utilise the interview alongside other approaches, but having different aims in mind (Goulding 2005). Ethnography as a qualitative approach to research deploys multiple data sources to include interviews, but also observations, diaries and artifacts, where it mainly focuses on understanding social interaction. In its online form, this becomes netnography and a desire to understand internet communities. Ethnography looks beyond what people say to examine particular social cultures as it is about understanding groups, using multiple methods of research to look for shared meanings. Alongside ethnography, grounded theory also uses multiple methods, where wide ranging field work can be used, to include interviews, the recording of events through diaries, secondary data and questionnaires. Grounded theory focuses on issues of the open and closed coding of data, theoretical sampling and the constant comparison of data and its applicability to other settings and situations, where theory can be developed at quite abstract levels. 

Neither of these two approaches see the interview as the sole method of data collection, as in phenomenology, where evidence comes exclusively from the spoken words of the person, who is asked to talk about life events.  In terms of data analysis, there are also differences. The phenomenological researcher is wary of reducing data to codes and to the examination of fragments of data   as in grounded theory, preferring instead, to examine the wholeness of the experience as lived by the individual. Whilst the phenomenological interview can be seen as a variant of qualitative interviewing generally, its aims are different and in one sense, it represents a radical departure from other approaches that involve multiple methods, fact gathering and on occasions,  the replication of findings to other situations and people. These are not priorities for the phenomenologist who wants to understand individuals and their localized worlds. Consequently, the triangulation of data is not required in phenomenological research, where triangulation refers to one type of qualitative data being compared against another, so as to verify occurrences. 

Decision stories and phenomenological interviews  

We saw our study following in the tracks of other authors looking at enterprise in firms, i.e., Bourgeois and Eisenhardt (1988), in terms of collecting decision ‘stories’. It can be argued that thinking is largely narrative and a central part of the human condition. Primitive peoples, huddled around fires, would tell each other stories to help fend off the fears of the dark beyond the fire. Today, when we meet with friends, either online or offline, we usually tell each other stories of what has been happening to us. This telling of stories taps into a key assumption of phenomenology, one that says people are reflective actors who constantly produce events that can then be recounted to others. Hence, the telling of stories is true of the small business owner as anyone else. The stories here involve the key characters of owners, key network partners, staff and advisers. Present in these stories are narratives  about the general human condition, regarding cooperation, shared objectives or disagreement and sometimes,   conflict between advisers and owners, If the ‘object’ of the research is business advice, we sought to understand how the respondent’s consciousness and experience was directed towards it.  Did the adviser appear to really know their topic?  Did they demonstrate they understood your business model? How did the adviser interact with your staff?  Could you work their advice into a strategy effectively?  Consequently, there may be present in the story success, some problems and perhaps a crises. All of these involve different types of decisions and actions to be made and taken about business advisers. In the course of the interviews, respondents unfolded their varied stories to us. 

RESEARCH PRACTICALTIES 

The sample, interview access and opening 

Our criteria for selection  for interview was that firms should be privately owned and managed SME manufacturing businesses within a short range of a selected East Midlands city in the UK. We obtained a list of SMEs manufacturers from the local Chamber of Commerce and used these for our sample selection. All businesses had been nominated from the same area to mediate the influence of geographical or local economic factors. After much movement between lists and discussion amongst the researchers about the businesses and our criteria, the owner/managers of thirty firms were identified as potential candidates. We added to our criteria above, by wanting to have some diversity of types of manufacturing company and beyond this, the fact the firms had taken up external business advice. We only managed to establish this once firms had replied to us accepting the interview request.  This was bit high risk, but it worked. If it had not, the other option would have involved phoning the firms on our list, one by one.  What helped was our ex adviser who used his experience and judgement in terms of  suggesting who he thought on our Chamber of Commerce list, might have been in receipt of consultancy services. A lesson here is to have a backup plan for access. We perhaps were fortunate, in having a speeded up contact process.

Those selected firms were written to and asked to complete a ‘tear off’ return slip. In line with our earlier point, a key reason for choosing this purposeful sample, was that all of them would have had the opportunity to take up the MAS initiative, so potentially had lived experiences of business advice to varying degrees that could be recounted. Five respondents were available for face to face interview. In actual fact, seven firms responded, but two were unwilling to be interviewed and wanted to have email question and answer sessions. Likely to be brief, we thought this did not meet the criteria for in depth phenomenological research, so we very politely declined the offers. Subsequent appointments with our five respondents were then made by telephone. An important point here is that that potential interviewees may in fact test the interviewer’s qualifications to do the interview before granting access and under these assumed circumstances, careful attention has to be paid to the manner of opening the interview process. We decided the best way to follow up, was to get our ex MAS adviser to phone the companies and then to conduct the interviews. His experience of advising and of management in the SME sector meant that a certain level of rapport could be established with the future interviewee. Although none of the entrepreneurs was known to the caller, he judged on an individual basis, what needed to be said to get the interview agreed. 

Our research could have immediately failed at this point, but we established an essential level of empathy with respondents. The interviewer, by stating his background and familiarity with manufacturing, drew three respondents in and they started to talk to him about SME manufacturing business trends, types of equipment, staff issues and competition on the telephone.  The two others started to discuss the issues of the research itself. All these can be seen as tests of competence to carry out an interview, so our interviewer needed to be fully prepared.  An ineffective approach to this important stage, could have resulted in the failure to secure an appointment or just a cursory and unproductive interview taking place. If the industry is not well known, the interview can still be prepared for, with relevant background research being undertaken about the topic of the research and the firm itself.  Securing these five interviews, enabled us to understand in an in depth fashion, business advice decision making. This is something that is simply not possible with large numbers of respondents, in for example a survey where the issue can become one of breath of data.  In obtaining five interviews, we were following the advice of Mador (2000), who advocates this as a minimum number, where an all-inclusive view can be derived from particular cases. 

Ethics and the interview 

In research, careful consideration has to be given to the issue of ethics (Crowther and Lancaster 2012). Acting ethically, meant that informed consent had been obtained first. This was achieved at the start of the interview process and is in the recordings we made. If they felt under pressure during the actual interviews, respondents were offered the opportunity to take a break, or cease the interview at any time.  Besides being responsible research, this approach can help build rapport and make interviewees generally more comfortable. Additionally, interviewees were offered and accepted, anonymity. This can be a worry for respondents who for various reasons, don’t want their views to be attributed to them directly. In the subsequent write up, we were careful not to produce individual profiles of each company. This further guaranteed anonymity. In order to help fulfil this, each respondent in the article was given a letter and a number i.e. E1, E2, E3. Respondents were also offered a copy of the subsequent recording of the findings and if they objected to the content, it could have been changed, but this did not occur. We also offered a copy of the final piece of written research to respondents, where the idea of mutual exchange of benefits can be attractive for both parties, Also, from an ethics perspective at all times during the interview genuine attempts were made to understand interviewee’s experiences in a situation of guaranteed confidentiality. We certainly were not about to share information with competitors, or to name individuals and their companies in the write up, Interviewees were also assured that the information gathered would be locked away securely and that it would only be used for the purposes of the research and then destroyed. A further check on the integrity of our approach occurred when our research proposal obtained approval from the University ethics committee.

METHOD IN ACTION. 

The interview process:  research questions and respondents 

It was initially decided that identifying a number of pre-determined main questions would provide a framework for analysis and comparison between respondents, enabling us to meet the goals of the study. We identified five question areas and before embarking on the main body of primary research, a pilot interview was conducted to test the questions with an owner manager. The interviewer had prepared in advance an interview guide, as advocated by Gubrium (2012), consisting of primary questions for discussion, to assist in keeping a focus. When it came to the five main interviews, these were conducted at a pre-agreed time, typically lasting one, to one a half hours.  On occasions, the primary questions were followed by secondary questions on the same topic, if it was felt that more in-depth data could result. For example, if a mangers said trust was an important factor in the continuation of the relationship with the adviser, we quizzed them on the factors that actually make up trust, like particular knowledge of the industry. The interviews were carried out in naturalistic way, using the interviewer’s background in small businesses, avoiding the use of business research terminology that could be seen as off putting.  Often using an intelligent lay language is sufficient to help build rapport with those being interviewed, rather than jargon. It impresses nobody. We also provided plenty of space in the interview, allowing interviewees to describe and   explain topics in their own words and own time. Interviewees liked being asked about themselves, their company and to take part in a conversation about advisers, to someone happy to listen, as our interviewer was. In this process, avoid being overbearing or opinionated, as the phenomenological interview is not about interrogating a suspect at the local police station. Following these sort of guidelines, we can’t honesty report on a bad experience and maybe this is down to also to preparation. Sometimes managers pulled back a little when discussing a sensitive issue like financial performance, so we tried not stray too much into uncomfortable areas like this. After the interviews were completed, we would like to have involved the interviewees in ‘respondent validation’, but no one asked to see the findings. This could have been useful in identifying any errors, but then, business owners are very busy and we were fortunate to get interviews in the first place. 

In terms of this issue of validity, in judging the soundness of the phenomenological interview, a key point to make is that it is a fairly common mistake to try and judge the soundness of it in the same way that a quantitative study is. Phenomenology involves first-hand accounts of events from respondents who are directly involved in those events. No more is needed than that, to make it sound. Validity being about truth, means that it becomes as a consequence, in phenomenology, of getting close to respondents, through understanding their meanings and experiences.  In this sense, there is no recourse to multiple research methods in an attempt to access one objective reality. Phenomenology suggests truth in research is specific, local, and personal. The truthfulness of the respondent’s data is supreme, so it is important to carefully build rapport and trust with respondents in order to access their world in a way that seeks at all times to avoid bias from the interviewer and to obtain accounts of experiences that are truthful. We argue our research did this, as illustrated in this case. For other managers, in other situations, experiencing different things, truth might be different, but it would suggest however, some interesting cross comparative analysis could take place with other SME managers.  

Interview analysis and findings

In phenomenological analysis the common mode of presenting the findings of the interview is through the use of selected quotes. These quotes give expression and substance to the findings. Having completed the interviews, we then looked for and identified the key themes across all respondents, which were then linked to our research aims, i.e., finding out the extent to which small business owners in manufacturing value business advice. The interviews demonstrated that these small firms are willing to take external advice, but the process can add value only if it is tailored to individual companies and not offered as a general one size fits all remedy. Additionally, the research showed that relationship trust is important in the take up of advice. Trust cannot be built overnight and advisers must prove their worth over a period of time. 




PRACTICAL LESSONS LEARNT

The importance of the background literature review to the interview 

Before research aims can be clarified, questions and objectives formulated, a thorough review of the relevant literature needs to take place. This can involve quite a bit of reading, note taking and reflection, but this preparation will pay dividends Understanding and then writing about some of the extensive literature on small businesses, assisted us in developing our aims and preparing research questions for interviewees. We needed to review the attitudes of small business owners to information systems, (for example Brouthers et al 1998) and examine critically, past research on the use of business advisers. Having satisfied this criteria, we moved on.

A pilot interview is useful

The  pilot interview process enabled us  to not only find out if  the questions used in the interview  can  be understood and responded to effectively, but if  discussed post interview  with the respondent,  the usefulness of the method and the questions  could be evaluated. In our case, the questions were found to provide a robust framework, but another area for discussion was raised by our pilot respondent. We included a new area in the subsequent main questioning,  concerned with  respondent’s perception of self and ‘self-efficacy’ in making business decisions. This was about the owner manager’s perception of their own level of confidence and competence in making decisions across the company. Our respondent, in the pilot, indicated that the small business owner can sometimes see themselves as all-powerful visionaries and this might make them wary of obtaining certain types of outside advice, due to personal hubris. As a consequence, we asked in the main interviews questions about the two areas of the owner manager’s level of competence and confidence in making decisions generally and in seeking advice. Previously we thought this might have come out in another more circumspect way in the interviews. In practice, we obtained a lot of open and candid data from our respondents on the topic. The pilot interview suggests that the interviewer should seek to remain responsive to the need for the modification of some questions or indeed, the possible creation of some new and different ones.

View the phenomenological interview as an interpersonal drama 

One way to see an interview is that it is a constantly changing interpersonal drama (Gubrium 2012), where respondents are constantly monitoring who they are, in relation to the interviewer. Respondents were aware they are not only the managing director of a manufacturing company, but the subject of a research project, and additionally, needing to interact with the person in front of them. One interviewee verged on the   scathing about business advisers and our interviewer had to manage this sensitively, even though he is an adviser himself. These sort of tensions need to be managed by the interviewer, who responded with some humor and understanding, knowing the priority was to work through all the questions.  Care was taken to show particular sensitivity towards the values and beliefs held by the interviewee and an example of that was when the owner managers were asked about their level of confidence and abilities. Each respondent dealt with it differently, where our interviewer had to act appropriately. This included being amused with and alongside one respondent, and with another, being sympathetic and understanding of the manager’s shortcomings that were revealed. Because it is accessing often deep experiences and meaning, the phenomenological interview can sometimes expose existentialist issues for interviewees, so it is best to be prepared and to anticipate this. 

Additionally, whist bearing in mind the points above about not being domineering in the interview,  our  interviewer was accepted by respondents as the conversation also gave him the opportunity to demonstrate a little  of his own knowledge about manufacturing. This helped to increase levels of affinity and   assisting our interview ‘dramas’ to unfold naturally.  This capitalised on the commonalities between those being researched and the interviewer. In one interview instance, both the interviewer and interviewee had experienced dealings with the same company. This formed a brief talking point that did not occur in the other interviews. Whilst all the questions got answered each interviews was different, where topics ranged from manufacturing advice to the local transport infrastructure, to the state of engineering education. 

Further ingredients to make a   phenomenological interview successful

As pointed out earlier and worth repeating, it is important for the interviewer to research and think about the sorts of things that might enhance their credibility before the interview. This is irrespective of company or the type of individual being questioned.  It might be the display of a particular piece of knowledge that helps build rapport, or just even turning up for the interview appropriately dressed, at the right time. We judge each other in a few minutes and appropriate gestures can make a lot of difference. In this sense, the start of the interview can be very important. We commenced by asking a straightforward conversational question about firstly company and self-profiles. 
Can you outline something about the nature of your business? What are the different type of employees and their skills?  What is your role here and how did you come to it? 
This open approach to get respondents to start talking freely, enabled us to then progress to more detailed replies about business advisers. The following represents an example of a more penetrating question and the (abbreviated) response.  
Have you used business advisors/consultants before?  Yes, we’ve used MAS, we’ve had someone to come in to do with process and production.  We’re not specialists in everything.  So if we can get someone and they’re specialists at it, then we let them get on with it’
The first questions were designed  to provide  not only some detail about the company and the managers role, but also to  start the interview dialogue in a relatively undemanding way, leading on to more analytical issues. From this type of opening, the researcher moved on to ask more searching questions, which reflected the key aims of the study.  From these type of responses, we established the main findings of the research, one of which was about this issue of requiring tailored advice. In constructing our questions, and in line with a phenomenological approach, the focus was always on attempting to access lived experiences, as is the case with the following question.
Have you used business advisors/consultants before and how did you find the experience?
The interview: bracketing, rapport building and skill development 
In conducting the interviews, the interviewer tried to free them self of preconceptions about the issue of business advice.  This is no easy thing and to avoid this, questioning took a neutral stance. The last quote above aptly summarises the freeing of preconceptions where another question could have asked; it appears that large numbers of SMEs owner managers are   skeptical of advisers, does this apply to you?  It is a challenging and sometimes means the drawing of fine lines, to undertake this process of phenomenological reduction, or bracketing. So in our research we made attempts to clarify meanings and our intentions, without imposing meanings. To aid this process and as earlier noted, the interviewer did seek to limit their own conversation, where too much of the latter opens up the risk of influencing the respondent unduly. Listening and responding sympathetically, i.e., – yes, I do understand the particular problem you encountered with adviser X - aids the process of rapport building with interviewees. Rapport can also be heightened as a result of the interview taking place in a comfortable setting for the interviewee, which is the owner manager’s place of work (Thomas 1993). Home territory is important in terms of comfort and security of mind and all our interviews were carried out in this way.

It must also be stressed that the process of interviewing is a skilled one, but don’t be daunted by this because it is a skill that can be learnt, so practice and experience becomes important in this context. It is worth try to get involved in projects that give you the opportunity to carry out interviews. Besides academic projects, there are a number of situations where interviewing skills are involved, like the two way process of selling, or working in groups, where verbal exchanges are common place. Also in one sense, most of us start the phenomenological interview process with some skill anyway, as we live in an interview society as pointed out by Silverman (2015). Most of us enjoy a good conversation on a topic of interest, it is just in the case of a phenomenological research interview, being more reflective, organized and sometimes having to think on our feet, if an unexpected topic come up, for example,  like the state of the county roads, as it did with our interviewer.

Phenomenological data analysis: tables, themes and discussion 

Sometimes it is thought that qualitative research analysis is less rigorous than its quantitative counterpart.  However this is not the case, the point is that if a meaningful analysis is to be generated, then the approach adopted must be a disciplined one, with a clear procedure apparent. In our case, abbreviated transcripts were made from the interviews, so as to capture the key issues from the respondent’s point of view. We decided to do this not only as way to save time, but to leave out having to go through copious interview material, all of which did not relate to business advisers.  It is not usual for the interview to deviate from the topic and often interviewees want to talk about a key interest of theirs. For example, at least one of our respondent wanted to talk about engineering education at length, but the interviewer cannot cut them short abruptly; they must lead them back gently to the questions, so as to show empathy and understanding to others perspectives. In terms also of procedure, in phenomenological interviewing, as with other qualitative interviews, the direct quote is very important.  The direct quotes we used in our write up of the research are indicative of general themes across the interviews. For example, we felt the following quote exemplified the theme of trust.  Advisers were seen as more trustworthy to work with, if they had a successful heritage. In phenomenological research, these themes are often referred to as units of meaning, being linked to the research aims about identifying factors impacting on the perception of business advisers. 

“I think it’s important, that they have a heritage and they have a proven past. The person I’m speaking with knows what they’re talking about and that they can add value to the business.”  
 
Sometimes the units of meaning that have been generated across the interviews, have to be made redundant, simply because they do not relate to the research aims of a study. After the identification of our themes\units of meaning,   the results were tabulated. There is no strict way a thematic table is to be completed, just as long as it makes sense to the researcher and the reader (Miles et al 2013). This tabulation process is a great help in terms of summarizing themes, where they can all be seen in one place. Following this tabulation process, the themes were analysed and discussed in relation to the key research aims of our original paper, in the final write up.
Stories: how they can help the interview analysis

In the phenomenological analysis of an interview, the issue is to decide how the conversation can best be recast in order to retell the story told to the researcher, by the interviewee, but to be careful about losing the wholeness of the data and fragmenting it.  On a further note of caution, phenomenological researchers do not always have to reach automatically for software packages like Nivo. It is the researcher’s choice, but software with its coding propensity, sometimes means we end up counting items, not retelling a holistic story. The manual approach to analysis we adopted meant there was a sensitivity to the wholeness of the stories being generated by our respondents. Consequently, our interview quotes represents parts of decision stories for the respondents. For example, some owner managers looked for a business adviser, considered them in the light of set criteria and employed one who could help with specific issues. This storytelling approach suggests that business reality can be powerfully depicted using a variety a literary device. Stories then, as forms of natural language, can help the process of imaginatively analysing and illustrating data as they recount life events and experiences, often sequentially. We see the following quote from our research as an abbreviated story, illustrating different decision outcomes with different advisers. 

“We did BITs training and put 40 odd people through it, excellent! I’ve had others come in and frankly, they’ve replayed back to me what I knew. Then we had another one who came in and built our capacity model for us. He came in and timed everything and our production planner uses that matrix every day”.

CONCLUSION

We have briefly outlined our findings in this paper, but have been mainly concerned with recounting the story of our research.  As researchers, we too have stories to tell, just like our respondents. Our first task prior to the start of the research was to decide our key aims.  We set out with some clear research aims and we had established criteria facilitating the identification of the interviews respondents.  In conjunction with this criteria, we had a set of questions which directed each interview, enabling us to capture a number of themes. These themes once discussed, meant that each of our research aims was met. We also prepared and appraised our resources. We made sure we were familiar with the main tool of phenomenology, the depth interview and could use it.  We carefully thought about how best to prepare for the conduct of the interviews and their analysis. On the way to capturing our data and meeting the research aims, is the issue of encountering any problems during the research process. After the pilot interview, we made an adjustments to our initial questions, to include one on self-efficacy.  In the analysis of the interviews, we tried to make sure key themes were carefully extracted for discussion. Our organization and focus were important resulting in a piece of research that could be written up and submitted for publication. In returning to our learning objectives set out at the start here, the previous discussion has hopefully made it possible for the reader to firstly, appraise and evaluate the value of phenomenology and the phenomenological method in terms of accessing individual experience and to secondly, identify and anticipate some of the problems that can be encountered in conducting phenomenological research and analysis. Finally, on the basis of what we have said here, we would very much like to think that the reader would like  to undertake the design and development of a phenomenological research study of their own. 

Exercises and Discussion Questions

1. Explain why the analysis of interview themes is so important to the phenomenological research process and the writing up phase 

2. How does phenomenology differ from other forms of qualitative research and what other qualitative research methods could be used in order to provide alternative insights into how owner managers make use of business advisers? 

3. Identify and comment on two problems that could be encountered in conducting a phenomenological interview. How can these be reduced or overcome?

4 Outline a possible research aim or question from your own area of interest that could form the basis for some phenomenological interviewing.  Provide examples of three questions 

5. What are the types of criticisms you would level at the phenomenological method?  Justify you argument 

6. How valuable a tool do you think story telling is in organisations? How does it appear to link to phenomenology?  

Further Readings
Ardley, B., (2011). Marketing theory and critical phenomenology: Exploring the human side of management practice. Marketing Intelligence & Planning, 29(7), pp.628-642.

Bakewell, S. (2016). At the Existentialist Café: Freedom, Being, and Apricot Cocktails with Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir, Albert Camus, Martin Heidegger, Karl Jaspers, Edmund Husserl, Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Others. Other Press, LLC.
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